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MEET THE PRESS PRESENTER PAUL BONGIORNO: Good morning, welcome to Meet the Press. The business end of the year is congested. The emissions trading and telecommunications battles are overshadowed by an increasingly acrimonious asylum seeker debate. The Government accuses the Opposition of being so desperate it will try anything to reverse its downward spiral in the opinion polls.
IMMIGRATION MINISTER CHRIS EVANS: (Tuesday) We abolished the Pacific solution. I'm absolutely proud of that. It was a blight on Australia and a blight on our international reputation. 
SENATOR CONCETTA FIERRAVANTI-WELLS: (Tuesday) Minister, we are not here to discuss the Coalition's policy. We are here... 
CHRIS EVANS: That's because there isn't one. You don't have a policy. You have a choice: you either argue for it coming back or you don't. 
CONCETTA FIERRAVANTI-WELLS: You can't solve a problem if you don't admit there's a problem. 
CHRIS EVANS: Senator, I know there's a problem. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And the Government could have a huge problem trying to get its plans to bust up Telstra through the Senate as the Opposition presses the delay button. 
PRIME MINISTER KEVIN RUDD: (Wednesday) If the Liberals had their way, Australians would be left using carrier pigeons for the future rather than accessing an internationally competitive broadband network. 
OPPOSITION LEADER MALCOLM TURNBULL: (Wednesday) How does the Prime Minister justify urging Australians to buy bonds in a $43 billion national broadband network when the Finance Minister and just a moment ago the Treasurer have admitted that all those statements were made without any business plan or cost-benefit analysis? 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Broadband and communications minister, Stephen Conroy is a guest. And later we speak to the Australian Greens’s immigration spokeswoman, Sarah Hanson-Young. But first what the nation's press is reporting this Sunday, October 25. The ‘Sunday Age’ reports the Prime Minister raised concerns over businessman Stern Hu with China's Premier Wen Jiabao in Thailand. 
KEVIN RUDD: (Saturday) My purpose in raising these matters today was to highlight the fact this is a continuing matter of concern to Australia. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: The ‘Sunday Mail’ reports, ‘Boat people on hunger strike’: Australia’s people-smuggling crisis has dramatically worsened, with all males among the 78 refugees on board the customs vessel, ‘Oceanic Viking’, going on a hunger strike. 

The ‘Sunday Telegraph’ reports, ‘”Plane People” outstrip boats’: every day at least 13 asylum seekers enter Australia through airports, representing 30 times the number of boat people that the paper says are supposedly “flooding” across our maritime borders.

The ‘Sun Herald’ reports, ‘Rudd’s relief corps will be on stand-by’: the Prime Minister will announce today a special office to coordinate medical and other specialists ready to deploy immediately to assist in regional disasters.

Welcome back to the program, Stephen Conroy. Good morning, Minister. 
SENATOR STEPHEN CONROY: Good morning, Paul. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: That report about the 78 asylum seekers – the men now on hunger strike on board an Australian ship heading towards an Indonesian hell hole – it's a bad look for us, isn't it? 
STEPHEN CONROY: Well, look, we have received those reports. We have carried out all of our obligations and continue to carry out all of our obligations. We have medical assistance; we understand that the men on board are on hunger strike. They're refusing food, but they are accepting water and we have medical care there if any other further medical circumstances arise. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Does it worry our Government that there are reports that there are beatings in the Indonesian detention camps?
STEPHEN CONROY: Look, we've contributed many millions of dollars just this year, nearly $8 million towards assistance and improvement of the supervision. This is money going direct to the UNHCR and the IOM who have charge of jointly working with the Indonesian Government in these centres. So we are providing money that is about improved supervision and improved facilities in the Indonesian centres. We are continuing to deliver on our international obligations to improve the humanitarian circumstances of refugees. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: The Opposition have made much of another boat, another policy failure. We are failing to stop the boats coming, aren't we? 
STEPHEN CONROY: Look, we need to look at what's happening around the world. What we have seen in the last couple of years is a massive increase all around the world in the number of Afghan, Iraqi, and Sri Lankan refugee applications worldwide, so all around the world we're seeing massive increases. In the last couple of years we've seen nearly 200% increases in applications because of the wars and the disruptions that have taken place in these countries. What the Opposition refused to accept and they claim sole ownership of the success in stemming the flow previously was at the same time between 2001 and 2003 there was a massive reduction in international demand, not just here in Australia, but internationally there was a fall in Afghani, Sri Lankan and Iraqi refugees, because those conditions were more stable. We have an increasing worldwide demands and Australia is caught up in the increase in worldwide demand.
PAUL BONGIORNO: Unfortunately this debate will run a long time yet. Let's go to telecommunications. In the report on Friday from the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman (TIO) there was a staggering increase of complaints. There were 100,000 complaints against Telstra, 30,000 against Optus. This is mobile phones, landlines, and service. What can you do about any of that? 
STEPHEN CONROY: This report is an absolute shocker. There's credit deserved to the TIO. Deidre set up this new reporting mechanism and we're starting to see the level of complaints that is consistent with the anecdotal evidence. I'm sure every MP receives many, many complaints about their telecommunications services. What we have now is a proper reporting framework demonstrating how bad consumers are being treated by their telcos. This goes to the heart of the competition problems in this sector. What we have announced is a bill before Parliament now to try to improve the powers of the ACCC so that they can deal with the lack of competition in this sector; we have announced we want to structurally change the sector by separating out Telstra's wholesale and retail arm, and we want to give more fines and more standards to the consumer service obligations and universal service obligations that exist in the law today. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, just coming in there, there's plenty of competition in the mobile sector, and yet complaints in the mobile sector are up 80%. It does seem that whatever the obligations of the USO, there's nothing much that can really be done about this. 
STEPHEN CONROY: What we need is to put pressure directly on to the telecommunications companies. This is not just one company. All of the companies in the sector are guilty of treating their customers cavalierly. What I have said publicly and I will say it again today is that if we don't see a significant improvement in these sorts of reports and the trend starts heading down, we will legislate; we will sit down with the TIO and work out what we need to do to crack down on the companies who continue to mistreat their consumers. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Minister, I know people will think this is a cheap journalistic trick, but can you guarantee that the changes, the reforms you are putting through the Senate, will improve the situation for customers? 
STEPHEN CONROY: It will certainly start providing more competition. One of the key things that drives competition is customer service. We will start to see some real pressure on large organisations which traditionally have not had to worry about their customers. Once they have their hooks into you with a couple of services, it's impossible to change, it's quite a dramatic change. It’s almost like changing your bank – changing your phone company is becoming almost as difficult. So what you will see is real competition starting to come through, because of the changes we're looking to make in the Senate, which are currently being blocked by the Opposition. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Coming up after the break, when we're joined by the panel: counting the cost of the national broadband network for Telstra's 1.4 million shareholders. 
And Barnaby Joyce and Steve Fielding are becoming the Senate's version of Punch and Judy. The latest stoush was over emissions trading. 
SENATOR BARNABY JOYCE: Don't you smell a rat? Don't you realise what is happening here is you are just getting set up by a massive new tax? 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Senator Fielding accuses The Nationals of caving in by agreeing to negotiations with the Government. 
SENATOR STEVE FIELDING: Barnaby Joyce is a fraud when it comes to the ETS. He's like an attack dog with no teeth and when it comes to act, it's like a poodle. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press with Broadband and Communications Minister Stephen Conroy. Welcome to the panel, Jennifer Hewett of the ‘Australian’. Good morning, Jennifer.

THE AUSTRALIAN’S JENNIFER HEWETT: Good morning.
PAUL BONGIORNO: And David Crowe from the ‘Australian Financial Review’. Good morning, David. 
THE AUSTRALIAN FINANCIAL REVIEW’S DAVID CROWE: Good morning, Paul.
PAUL BONGIORNO: The Opposition is accusing the Government of indecent haste and bullying the Senate by demanding a vote on the Telstra bill this year. 
SHADOW MINISTER FOR COMMUNICATIONS, BROADBAND AND THE DIGITAL ECONOMY NICK MINCHIN: (Sunday, 11 October) This Government is proposing to push the most radical changes to Australian telecommunications through the Parliament in effectively four days. It is outrageous. The Government is in negotiations with Telstra over how to build this $43 billion national broadband network. The bill should be set aside while those negotiations take place. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Minister, why not delay? Telstra has given up the ghost, given up the fight on structural separation. The new consumer safeguards you're talking about don't take effect to July anyway. Why rush this through? 
STEPHEN CONROY: Let's be clear. This is not being rushed through. When we released our national broadband network package back in April, we put on the table a regulatory discussion paper which clearly canvassed all of these issues. But over the last 15 months we've held two inquiries, had over 200 submissions, and we've announced a package and measures that deal with consumer protection and the structure of the industry. These things need to be dealt with now. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: But Telstra is saying it is going to make it harder to get a deal it can sell to its shareholders. It is willing to negotiate and willing to compromise, yet you're still giving yourself all sorts of extra powers.

STEPHEN CONROY: What we need is a complete change – a restructure of the sector. The competition has not delivered the outcomes with the infrastructure-based competition that we currently have. So we're saying we need to just reshape the industry. Australians have been suffering, some of the slowest broadband speeds and some of the most expensive broadband in the world. And every day of delay – if the Senate agrees to Nick Minchin's proposals – will mean higher prices and less services and less innovation. Business can't just change on one day when you change legislation. Business needs time to make an adjustment. The other reason is that Telstra shareholders are rightly saying, “We would like some certainty about what's going on in the regulatory sector.” This legislation delivers the certainty and what we want to do is to take that regulatory overhang that has been impacting on Telstra shareholders for years and years and years and put it to bed. We can put it to bed by no further delays. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: But it's not certainty, is it Minister, when you have all sorts of extra discretionary powers? Are you saying you'd be willing to give those up if you can get a deal with Telstra in the meantime?
STEPHEN CONROY: I'm not in a position to pre-empt discussions. What I have said consistently is that Telstra are engaged in very constructive discussions. Under the new leadership of Catherine Livingstone and David Thodey, we have a far more constructive approach being taken by Telstra. That is to their credit because this is a significant shake-up, but they have engaged meaningfully and constructively with the Government. 
DAVID CROWE: Minister, if it's worth $43 billion, isn't it worth a few extra months so that we can wait until your implementation study is out and then we can evaluate the economics of the network? 
STEPHEN CONROY: That is the interesting argument being peddled by Nick Minchin: just more delay. This is just a cover for no policy alternative. It's been 11.5 years. The previous government has 18 failed broadband plans. They are two years into Opposition and still they have no plan. But let's be clear, this legislation does not mention the national broadband network (NBN). You won't find a mention of it in the legislation. So Nick Minchin's argument is we need the implementation study into the NBN, but they're absolutely completely separate things. 
DAVID CROWE: But they are connected because you need the bill to put pressure on Telstra to get your outcome. They are connected in that way, aren't they? 
STEPHEN CONROY: What consumers and Telstra shareholders need is a massive shake-up. They need to know that you're going to see some improvements in competition. They need to know they’re going to get more choice; they need to know they will get lower prices and better customer service as we've been discussing with the TIO report. That's what consumers need, and we need to start putting the pressure right across the sector. This is not just a bill about Telstra. This is a bill across the whole sector that gives the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) more powers; there will be fines for companies that breach real standards. This is not like the current legislation which allows Telstra to write the universal service obligation – that's what actually happens today. Telstra write the universal service obligation, they submit it to the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), who tick it off. This is not acceptable anymore. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: The future fund despite selling $2 billion worth of its stake in Telstra two months ago still owns 10% of the company and the Government's plans have the fund worried. 
FUTURE FUND MANAGER PAUL COSTELLO: (Wednesday) I think there are significant negative risks to Telstra and we would share the view that there are significant risks. What we also think is that, depending on the outcome of discussions, there may be upside benefits. 
DAVID CROWE: Minister, by punishing Telstra in this way, aren't you sending a message to all investors to stay away from Australian infrastructure?
STEPHEN CONROY: Look, not at all, this is one of the great beat-ups. I think Mr Costello made the point at the end: depending on the discussions, depending on the final outcome, there could be an upside, is what I think I just heard him say. So let's be clear, we've always believed we can deliver a win-win – a win for Telstra shareholders and for the Australian consumers and public. We have engaged in these discussions on that basis. Telstra, and Catherine Livingstone and David Thodey, have engaged in those discussions on the basis of seeking a win-win. There's lot of ill-informed speculation. Suddenly analysts and investors have become analysts of political commentary making wild assertions based on half a grab they hear on a newspaper headline or in a TV report, but I'm not in a position that I can describe the discussions. I have said I won't give a running commentary on a daily basis. There are billions of dollars at stake in very sensitive commercial negotiations. What David and Catherine are doing is representing Telstra's interests as you would expect them to do. 
DAVID CROWE: Senator Fiona Nash of The Nationals has suggested an amendment to your bill to make sure that regional Australians are not worse off under the changes and they keep what they have now. Do you see any merit in that, and when will you start negotiations with The Nationals? 
STEPHEN CONROY: Well, we set out not just to maintain the existing standards for regional and rural Australians. We're about improving them. We will reach out to 90% of Australian homes, schools and businesses with a fibre network that is going to be international world best. We are also going to reach that remaining 10% with a next generation satellite, with the next generation of wireless...
PAUL BONGIORNO: Would you accept The Nationals' amendment? 
STEPHEN CONROY: We will have some discussions with The Nationals over the next few days to explore what they're suggesting. But let me be clear, we believe that we are delivering a quantum improvement in telecommunications in the bush and in regions. Look at what is happening in Tasmania. We're digging ditches and stringing cable; Tasmanians are very excited about the improved services that they're going to be receiving. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for being with us, Senator Stephen Conroy. 
STEPHEN CONROY: Thanks very much. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Coming up, the Greens's view of the asylum seeker debate. Nicholson in the ‘Australian’ has this contribution. Teaching the Indonesians to greet boat people with an Aussie twang: "G'day, cobber";   “$20 for each one you greet”. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: You're on Meet the Press. As we've seen, the boat people debate is overheating. Here is an action replay. 
SHADOW MINISTER FOR IMMIGRATION AND CITIZENSHIP SHARMAN STONE: (Tuesday) New tactic everybody: call yourself in distress, whether or not you're in Australian waters, and Australia will come to your rescue and bring you on down. 
MINISTER FOR FOREIGN AFFAIRS STEPHEN SMITH: (Tuesday) Those comments, endorsed by the Leader of the Opposition, backed up by the Liberal Party, are absolutely contemptible. 
MEMBER FOR O’CONNOR WILSON TUCKEY: (Thursday) If you wanted to get into Australia, you know, and you have bad intentions, what do you do? You insert yourself in a crowd of 100. 
KEVIN RUDD: (Thursday) Out comes old faithful, which is the whack-the-asylum-seeker card. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: And welcome to the program, Greens Senator Sarah Hanson-Young. Good morning, Sarah.

SENATOR SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: Good morning, thanks for having me. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: We got news overnight that the 78 asylum seekers on board an Australian vessel are heading to another port in Indonesia and that, in fact, the men are on hunger strike. Earlier last week, you said that they should be brought on down to Australia. Is that still your view? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: Well, it's just been debacle after debacle with this boat of 78 asylum seekers, including five children and five women on board. The simplest and easiest thing to do would have been to bring them to Australia and have their claims for asylum processed here. Of course, if they were then seen to be refugees, they could be resettled; if they're not, they could be sent home. But a week later today they are still swimming around the ocean. It's not the solution that Kevin Rudd wanted us to believe on Tuesday. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Do you have any sympathy for the argument that if you did bring them on down the message Australia would be sending was that it's an open door here? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: It's interesting. I think where Australia is located on the globe is our best deterrent to people simply “coming on down”, as Sharman Stone puts it. We know that the numbers who seek asylum in Australia are much less than in other countries. And in fact the majority of people apply for asylum after they've flown here by plane; that is 96% of them. So the boat arrivals are quite minuscule. But of course with boat arrivals comes the safety factor of people crossing that treacherous ocean and the high seas. That's what we need to be concentrating on. This solution that Kevin Rudd is talking about with Indonesia at the moment seems to be all about logistics. How do we push the boats back? What infrastructure do we need to ensure people are locked up? He has actually missed the point of having people at the centre of that and that ensuring people are cared for properly, their rights are protected and we treat people humanely. If the 78 people had been brought to Australia we would know they would be given their rights under international law because we are signatories to the convention; Indonesia, of course, isn't. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Senator, are you saying that for anybody arriving in a boat, there should be an open-door policy and that we shouldn't be trying to push them back? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: It's not about having an open-door policy. It's about the fact that we believe that because we are signatories to the refugee convention that anyone who arrives here seeking asylum has a right to. I think we need to go back to why we have the refugee convention in the beginning, and that is because after World War II, after we heard horrible stories – and the world watched – seeing Jews perish and treated terribly, then turned away when they were asked for assistance, the world said, “We will never let this happen again.” That's why we signed the refugee convention. 
DAVID CROWE: Do you think there is any chance that there are Tamil fighters among the asylum seekers? Does that pose any threat to Australia?
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: We go through a process of assessing everyone's claims – finding out who they are, doing identity checks and health checks. Australia does that whether you arrive by boat or plane and seek asylum. So that process is not new. We would simply be going through that thorough application of seeing whether people's assessment for refugee status stood up. And if it does, they can be resettled; if not, we'll send them home. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: You said the number of people arriving by boats is minuscule, but if they could be pretty well guaranteed of having acceptance in Australia once they arrived, don't you think that number would climb dramatically over the next few years? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: It would only be guaranteed if they were actually refugees and if they are in fact successful in seeking asylum. If they are people who need protection and relief from suffering, should we not be doing that? 
JENNIFER HEWETT: In that sense you don't think it's a good idea at all to try to encourage Indonesia to take more? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: I think we do need a proper regional solution, absolutely. But that needs to go beyond simply building more detention centres and ensuring that we simply push boats back. We need to ensure that wherever people seek asylum and reach land, they can have their claims for asylum processed, and ensure that Indonesia signs the international refugee convention, as should Malaysia, because they are not a signatory either, and that we have assurances, set down some ground rules between Australia and our regional partners to ensure that people's rights are protected. We need to make sure that children are not detained and we do not have that guarantee with Indonesia at the moment. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: There's a big argument over push and pull factors and the Opposition for one is convinced that the biggest pull factor is the dismantling of some of the Howard Government policies. If what you're saying was implemented it would be an even bigger pull factor. That's the point Jennifer is making isn't it? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: That's of course if you believe in the pull factors. The point is these people are desperate. If you listen to the stories of the conditions in the camps in Sri Lanka, where people are fearful even to say that they want to leave, the stories of people being persecuted and executed simply because they say, “We don't want to be here anymore”; “I want some future for my family.” You look at the conditions of the Hazara people in Afghanistan – we know the situation is bad there and we are trying to relieve the situation through our presence in Afghanistan. Surely these people obviously have a claim to say that there is some persecution going on. 
JENNIFER HEWETT: Sure, so doesn't that mean that Australia, in your view, should have an open-door policy for these people? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: As I said, we should be opening our arms to those who we can help and show relief from their persecution. That means we have to go through a proper process of assessing their claims. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Finally, are the Greens going to move in a motion in the Senate this week to try to address the problems in Indonesia? 
SARAH HANSON-YOUNG: Yeah. One of the things I've been quite disappointed about is the way language has been used by both the Opposition and the Government. I thought it was interesting to see the Prime Minister come out and condemn Tuckey's comments, which of course I agree with; Mr Tuckey's comments were outrageous. But the Prime Minister himself must take some responsibility for lowering the tone in the last week. So I have a motion I will be putting to the Senate tomorrow to say: we're clearly going to have this debate; we need to have a debate on immigration; let's have it respectfully. 
PAUL BONGIORNO: Thank you very much for be being with us today and thanks to our panel, Jennifer Hewett and David Crowe. The transcript will be on the web. Until next week, goodbye. 

